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Leveraging marketer-generated appeals in online brand 

communities: An individual user-level analysis 

Abstract 

Purpose — The proliferation of online brand communities has shifted control over brands from 

firms to consumers. Demonstrating how marketers can stimulate consumers to use these 

opportunities and engage with the brand in such communities, this research addresses the 

effectiveness of normative and utilitarian appeals commonly employed in practice for enhancing 

engagement intensity and brand equity in turn. 

Design/methodology/approach — This paper presents two studies at an individual user level. 

The first study builds on matched data on marketing actions, user behavior, and user perceptions 

from a Facebook brand community. The second study uses an experiment with members of a 

firm-hosted online brand community. The authors employ seemingly unrelated regressions while 

controlling for self-selection. 

Findings — Marketer-generated appeals have a positive effect on brand equity that is mediated 

by engagement intensity. However, the strength of these effects depends highly on community, 

user, and relationship characteristics. 

Practical implications — Generally speaking, marketer-generated appeals are effective tools for 

marketers to build brand equity through enhanced user engagement. However, their effectiveness 

can be improved when managers use a targeted approach. To offer precise managerial guidance, 

this paper shows how entertainment value, content consumption asymmetry (e.g., whether a user 

prefers UGC over MGC), and membership duration increase or lower the impact of appeals in 

building the brand through engagement intensity. 



Originality/value — The authors provide evidence that appeals designed to drive user 

engagement in online brand communities are effective tools for boosting brand equity. 

Keywords — Marketer-generated appeals, Online brand communities, Consumer-based brand 

equity, User engagement, Social media marketing, Communal service delivery 

Paper type — Research paper 
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Introduction 

Online brand communities are now hosted by 93 percent of Fortune 500 firms, underscoring their 

importance as a powerful management tool for product and service brands (Barnes and Lescault, 

2015). Online brand communities [1] have largely shifted control over brands from firms to 

consumers. They enable engaged customers to provide communal services in lieu of the firm by 

voicing their brand-related experiences and opinions (Dholakia et al., 2009; Mende and van 

Doorn, 2014). Thus, initiating a trend of “brand democratization”, online brand communities 

have significantly fueled the virtual co-creation of brands through user engagement (Asmussen et 

al., 2013; Schau et al., 2009) — understood as user-determined activities such as creating, liking, 

or sharing of online content (e.g., Stephen et al., 2015; van Doorn et al., 2010). While marketers 

initially feared such a loss of control, anecdotal evidence implies that they can actually strengthen 

brand equity by proactively sharing control over the brand (Hammedi et al., 2015). 

Consequently, marketers are increasingly using marketer-generated appeals to call upon users to 

engage (de Vries et al., 2012; Stephen et al., 2015). 

Despite these challenges, empirical studies of the effects of marketer-generated appeals in 

social media are scarce (Paulin et al., 2014). While prior quantitative research provides fruitful 

knowledge about users’ motives for engagement (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Jahn and Kunz, 

2012), it does not consider instruments that address these motives in order to drive user 

engagement and eventually brand equity. Existing studies on the effects of online content on user 

engagement explain what content characteristics drive user engagement (Berger and Milkman, 

2012; de Vries et al., 2012), but do not consider appeals or calls to action transmitted through 

marketer-generated content. In addition, to the best of the authors’ knowledge, studies on the 

effects of appeals on brand equity are nonexistent. However, the nature of online brand 
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communities pressures marketers to devise practical marketing approaches that speak to the 

various motivations for networked brand building (Kozinets et al., 2010; Wirtz et al., 2013). 

Hence, marketers urgently need empirically founded knowledge regarding appeals that are not 

only able to stimulate user engagement in online brand communities, but also serve to enhance 

brand equity (Keller and Lehmann, 2006; Schau et al., 2009). 

This research addresses the effectiveness of appeals for user engagement that marketers can 

employ as part of their social media marketing. Specifically, this paper addresses the following 

research questions. (1) Are marketer-generated appeals effective in enhancing user engagement 

in online brand communities? (2) Which context factors amplify or threaten the effectiveness of 

marketer-generated appeals for triggering user engagement in online brand communities? 

(3) Does user engagement in online brand communities enhance brand equity? 

This paper differentiates between two types of marketer-generated appeals that have been 

shown to encourage desired consumer behavior across different contexts and that are frequently 

used in social media marketing practice: normative and utilitarian appeals (e.g., Paulin et al., 

2014; Schumann et al., 2014; White and Simpson, 2013). Founded in the normative social 

influence concept (Berger and Ward, 2010; Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975), normative appeals 

lean on interpersonal influences between users and encourage user engagement in online brand 

communities by highlighting what other community members do (e.g., “Share your brand 

experiences as your friends have done”). In contrast, building upon social exchange theory (Blau, 

1964; White and Peloza, 2009), utilitarian appeals rely on marketer-user exchanges in the online 

brand community (Benoit et al., 2016). Utilitarian appeals highlight benefits provided by the 

marketer — such as a cash prize or discounts offered by the firm — to solicit users to engage in 

online brand communities (e.g., “Share your brand experiences to win a $50 coupon”). This 

research examines the effects of these appeals on user engagement and brand equity in turn and 
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considers the role of moderators that capture community, user, and relationship characteristics for 

this chain of effects. 

Based on a field study and a large-scale experiment, this paper offers three contributions to 

online brand community research. First, this research is among the first to examine the effects of 

marketer-generated appeals at the focal user level. Prior research often took an aggregate-level 

perspective, which prevents the examination of outcomes that occur at the level of the individual 

user-brand relationship (de Vries et al., 2012; Stephen et al., 2015). 

Second, this research responds to calls for a broadened perspective on the outcomes of social 

media marketing instruments beyond engagement (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010; Libai et al., 

2010). Specifically, this paper is the first to show that marketer-generated appeals also increase 

brand equity and that this form of value creation through appeals is mediated by enhanced 

engagement. Importantly, the mediation holds when controlling for the effect of engagement 

valence on brand equity. That is, the mere fact that users participate in an online brand 

community helps to build brand equity, regardless of the sentiment expressed in the engagement 

activity, making appeals an important tool for marketers to create value. 

Third, this research also offers precise advice for brand managers on when either type of 

appeal has the greatest impact. Specifically, the findings show that community, user, and 

relationship characteristics determine how effective either normative or utilitarian appeals are for 

driving engagement intensity and brand equity. 

The online brand community challenge 

Online brand communities are defined as an “aggregation of individuals or business partners who 

interact based on a shared interest, where the interaction is supported or mediated by technology” 

(Porter and Donthu, 2008, p.115). Firms run online brand communities on dedicated, firm-hosted 
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websites (e.g., branded online discussion forums; Homburg et al., 2015) or on sites embedded in 

social media channels (e.g., Facebook brand pages; Goh et al., 2013). By offering opportunities 

to consume branded content and to engage in online activities related to the brand, online brand 

communities establish a major platform for influencing users’ brand evaluations and set the stage 

for continuous user-firm co-creation of the brand (Wirtz et al., 2013). 

For brand managers, online brand communities change the game. The brand is now shaped by 

both marketers and consumers (McAlexander et al., 2002; Singh and Sonnenburg, 2012). As 

users participate in intensive discussions of their brand experiences or share brand-related content 

with their peers, they develop strong brand-specific perceptions and intentions (Hennig-Thurau et 

al., 2010). In turn, online brand communities change the traditional relationship between 

marketing activities and brand equity (Hammedi et al., 2015). Traditionally, brand managers’ 

activities communicate a clear picture of a brand and aim at enhancing users’ brand perceptions. 

Today, however, much of a brand’s formation can occur outside of the brand manager’s control. 

Research has suggested that marketers can benefit from this game change if they actively cede 

responsibility to users to support a vital community, which is the basis for collaborative brand 

building (Schau et al., 2009). 

In this context, a major challenge is how marketers should approach consumers in online 

brand communities: marketers can take either a passive or an active approach. Passive 

approaches are often entertainment-oriented and build on evoking positive emotions (Berger and 

Milkman, 2012) or vivid elements (de Vries et al., 2012). The active approach has been 

highlighted in recent research and suggests the use of solicitation-oriented content to drive users 

to actively engage in online brand communities (Lee et al., 2015). As marketers observe 

diminishing returns for their activities in terms of achieved user engagement (Homburg et al., 

2015), the latter approach gains importance. Accordingly, the authors discuss in the next section 
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how marketers can employ appeals to drive brand equity by encouraging users to engage in brand 

communities. 

A model for building brand equity through marketer-generated appeals 

The model considers the effects of normative and utilitarian marketer-generated appeals on 

engagement intensity and brand equity in turn. Further, this research accounts for moderator 

conditions that may determine when either appeal is more or less promising for driving 

engagement intensity and brand equity. Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual model. 

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

Main variables 

Marketer-generated appeals can be broadly defined as calls to action that encourage consumer 

behavior by highlighting a particular reason for the desired behavior (White and Peloza, 2009; 

White and Simpson, 2013). Social media marketers use these appeals to solicit users to perform 

specified activities (e.g., content creation) within online brand communities (de Vries et al., 

2012; Lee et al., 2015). Related studies on appeals in online communities point out two 

motivational antecedents particularly meaningful for encouraging user behavior: to be in 

accordance with the values of other users and to attain a favorable cost-benefit ratio for oneself 

based on exchanges with the brand (Garnefeld et al., 2012). These motivational antecedents 

reflect two routes social media marketers can pursue to motivate users to engage in online brand 

communities. The normative social influence concept (Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975) and 

social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) serve to explain the underlying motivational mechanisms. 

The normative social influence concept focuses interpersonal influences between users. It 

helps in identifying antecedents of behavioral intentions and actual behavior in online and offline 

brand communities by taking into account the role of social norms between users in group 
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settings (Algesheimer et al., 2005; Dholakia et al., 2004). It implies that individuals adopt group 

behavior to associate with a reference group (Berger and Ward, 2010; Burnkrant and Cousineau, 

1975) and that they can be motivated to engage in the group by emphasizing typical behaviors of 

other community members (Mathwick et al., 2008). Literature in social psychology (e.g., Nolan 

et al., 2008), organizational behavior (e.g., Knoke, 1988), and cause-related marketing (e.g., 

White and Simpson, 2013) stresses that normative appeals specifically speak to this motivation. 

Accordingly, normative appeals are defined as calls to action that encourage user behavior by 

stressing what other people do (White and Simpson, 2013). For instance, to encourage members 

to post their experiences with a product, a firm can send e-mails that explicitly point out 

experiences previously posted by other members in the online brand community. Similarly, 

Facebook allows seeding of specific brand page contents to inactive fans by indicating that a 

friend has previously engaged with that content (Lipsman et al., 2012). 

Second, social exchange theory serves to theoretically found utilitarian appeals by explaining 

social exchanges between marketers and users. Individuals invest in relational exchanges based 

on expected rewards and costs (Blau, 1964). Social exchange theory hence suggests that to get 

community members engaged in brand-related activities, marketers can try to shift the cost-

reward ratio (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Accordingly, utilitarian appeals are defined as calls to 

action that encourage user behavior by highlighting benefits to oneself resulting from tangible 

rewards or cost reductions provided by the firm (White and Simpson, 2013). To activate a user to 

share a recent brand experience, a marketer might offer a tangible reward (monetary rewards, 

product samples, or status points) or a cost reduction (discounts, vouchers, or special bundles) in 

return for specific user behaviors (liking, sharing, or posting). 

 Engagement intensity can be defined as the degree to which a user participates in brand-

focused community activities with respect to the associated level of immediacy, frequency, and 
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effort (Hollebeek et al., 2014; van Doorn et al., 2010). User engagement relates to user-

determined activities within the online brand community such as the creation of content (posting 

a comment, a picture, or a video) or the reacting to online content (liking or sharing content 

created by marketers or other members; Stephen et al., 2015; van Doorn et al., 2010). This 

understanding of engagement adopts a behavioral perspective by focusing on typical user 

activities within online brand communities (Lipsman et al., 2012). 

 Consumer-based brand equity is the incremental value a brand name adds to a product or 

service from a consumer perspective based upon consumer brand awareness, brand associations, 

perceived quality of the brand, and loyalty toward the brand (Arnett et al., 2003; Pappu et al., 

2005; Yoo and Donthu, 2001). This conceptualization captures what the brand means to the 

consumer, the consumer’s subjective evaluation of the brands, and the consumer’s intention to re-

buy the brand in the future (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993). Taking the consumer’s point of view is 

most useful for explaining how marketing instruments can change what consumers assign to a 

brand name (Yoo et al., 2000). 

Moderating variables 

Previous literature on online brand communities and social media suggests that community 

characteristics, user characteristics, and characteristics of the user-community relationship are 

most appropriate to capture contextual variances (Dholakia et al., 2004; Hennig-Thurau et al., 

2010; Wirtz et al., 2013). The selection of moderators in this research reflects this triad. First, the 

user-perceived entertainment value of a community represents an important community 

characteristic, and is defined as the pleasure a user derives from being part of an online brand 

community (Dholakia et al., 2004). For example, some members may perceive an online brand 

community as more entertaining than others because they enjoy arousing media elements and 

exciting functionalities (de Vries et al., 2012; Marchand and Hennig-Thurau, 2013). However, 
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marketers who provide an entertaining community to users establish an inherently enjoyable 

environment that may stimulate users to respond differently to external calls to action. 

Second, users acquire brand-related information from user-generated content (UGC) and 

marketer-generated content (MGC) for brand evaluation purposes (Goh et al., 2013). 

Accordingly, this research captures a user’s general preference of UGC over MGC through the 

variable content consumption asymmetry. The more weight a user puts on UGC in relation to 

MGC, the higher the score of the content consumption asymmetry variable. Considering this user 

characteristic helps community managers to decide upon how much they can intervene in terms 

of disseminating MGC. This information is crucial because appeals are embedded in MGC. 

Third, this paper considers membership duration, which is defined as a user’s length of 

affiliation with the community (Algesheimer et al., 2005; Wirtz et al., 2013), to be an important 

user-community relationship characteristic. Over time, users gather experiences and develop a 

meaningful understanding of the community’s norms and their individual standing in the 

community, which likely affects how they respond to marketer-generated appeals (Bagozzi and 

Dholakia, 2006b; Mathwick et al., 2008). As membership duration represents a characteristic that 

can be easily tracked by social media marketers, testing its moderating role in the context of 

appeals may offer fruitful targeting implications. 

Hypotheses 

Effect of engagement intensity on brand equity. Research suggests that engaging in online brand 

communities leads users to develop strong brand-specific perceptions. More intensively 

concerning oneself with a brand helps embed the brand in the user’s mind, eventually resulting in 

higher brand awareness, more positive brand associations, enhanced quality perceptions, and 

increased loyalty, all of which constitute consumer-based brand equity (Schau et al., 2009; 
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Thompson and Sinha, 2008). Indeed, consumer engagement has been suggested to appropriately 

capture the behaviors that determine consumers’ brand co-creation (Hollebeek et al., 2014; van 

Doorn et al., 2010). 

H1: Engagement intensity has a positive effect on brand equity. 

 Effect of marketer-generated appeals on engagement intensity. In this paper, the authors 

expect that normative appeals have a positive impact on engagement intensity. Prior research on 

the behavioral impact of social norms suggests that the desire to demonstrate conformity with 

social norms is a strong driver of consumer behavior in general (e.g., Burnkrant and Cousineau, 

1975) and online user behavior in particular (Algesheimer et al., 2005; Dholakia et al., 2004). 

Normative appeals leverage normative social influence by informing users about the codes of 

conduct or the social norms within a community (Schumann et al., 2014). Confronted with these 

norms, users make an effort to demonstrate affiliation with other users of the online brand 

community by adjusting their engagement behavior accordingly (Berger and Ward, 2010). 

H2: Normative appeals have a positive effect on engagement intensity. 

In this research, the authors also expect utilitarian appeals to exert a positive effect on 

engagement intensity resulting from exchanges between marketers and users. Social exchange 

theory implies that striving for economic benefits is a strong motivational driver of behavior and 

that users evaluate social exchanges in terms of costs and rewards (Blau, 1964). Addressing this 

motivational driver, marketers employ utilitarian appeals to provide users with opportunities to 

save expenses (e.g., product vouchers) or gain tangible rewards (e.g., free products) when 

engaging in the online brand community (Lee et al., 2015). Thus, utilitarian appeals emphasize 

what community members can expect from the marketer in return for engaging with the online 

brand community (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). 
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H3: Utilitarian appeals have a positive effect on engagement intensity. 

 Moderation effects of entertainment value. The authors hypothesize that the effectiveness of 

normative and utilitarian appeals for driving engagement intensity is lower for users who 

perceive the community as being highly entertaining. Perceptions of entertainment value 

establish intrinsic reasons for users to engage (e.g., fun and excitement; Dholakia et al., 2004; Lin 

and Lu, 2011). Users who draw entertainment value from the community cherish the feeling of 

having free choice when engaging in the community. Persuading these users to adopt a specific 

behavior for extrinsic reasons such as social conformity (normative appeals) or tangible benefits 

(utilitarian appeals) distracts them from engaging in the community for reasons of entertainment, 

limits their enjoyment, and is often perceived as an attempt to control them ― eventually 

undermining their intrinsic motivations to engage (Ryan and Deci, 2000; Stephen et al., 2015).  

H4:  The positive effect of normative appeals on engagement intensity is weaker when 

entertainment value is high. 

H5:  The positive effect of utilitarian appeals on engagement intensity is weaker when 

entertainment value is high. 

 Moderation effects of content consumption asymmetry. Generally speaking, UGC and MGC 

feature different informational aspects that speak to different types of users (Goh et al., 2013). In 

particular, users high in content consumption asymmetry favor the consumption of UGC over the 

consumption of MGC because they want to gather more authentic, objective, and use-oriented 

product information (Goh et al., 2013). Importantly, such users are also more willing to 

contribute to the community themselves in reciprocity for the valuable information they have 

been offered by other users (Yang et al., 2012). The authors therefore propose that users 

characterized by high content consumption asymmetry are more likely to engage due to a general 
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disposition towards community participation when they are called to action via normative or 

utilitarian appeals. 

H6:  The positive effect of normative appeals on engagement intensity is stronger when 

content consumption asymmetry is high. 

H7:  The positive effect of utilitarian appeals on engagement intensity is stronger when 

content consumption asymmetry is high. 

 Moderation effects of membership duration. The authors expect that normative appeals will 

be less effective for eliciting engagement intensity if membership duration is long. Specifically, 

they argue that the information provided by normative appeals about the behaviors of other 

community members is particularly valuable for newcomers to the online brand community, as 

long-term members are already familiar with typical community practices (Lakhani and Von 

Hippel, 2003; Schau et al., 2009). Long-term members know exactly what is acceptable in a 

community and hence focus more confidently on personal goals within the community’s 

boundaries, which corresponds to a stronger activation of the individual self (White and Simpson, 

2013). In other words, information about what other community members do is less important for 

long-term members in making behavioral decisions than it is for short-term, less-experienced 

members. Thus, the effect of normative appeals on engagement intensity should be weaker in 

long-term community-user relationships. 

H8:  The positive effect of normative appeals on engagement intensity is weaker when 

membership duration is long. 

Finally, the authors expect that membership duration will accentuate the effect of utilitarian 

appeals on engagement intensity. Prior research shows that utilitarian appeals work best when 
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users are less concerned with their self-images (White and Peloza, 2009) and are more focused on 

personal goals. In general, as long-term members already enjoy a higher and more stable status in 

the community (McAlexander et al., 2002), they are less afraid that their actions may harm their 

public self-image in the online brand community. Indeed, long membership status and reputation 

build social capital (Mathwick et al., 2008), which acts as insurance against sanctions of other 

members and hence facilitates the open pursuit of self-focused economic motives (responding to 

utilitarian appeals). Thus, the authors suggest that long-term community members might be less 

reluctant to demonstrate rather egoistic motives in responding to utilitarian appeals. 

H9:  The positive effect of utilitarian appeals on engagement intensity is stronger when 

membership duration is long. 

Study 1 

In this research, the authors make use of the strengths of a multi-method approach to test the 

hypotheses. Specifically, they conducted two studies. In Study 1, they build on matched-field 

data on real marketer activities, real user behaviors, and user perceptions to test the main effect 

hypotheses (H1 - H3). In Study 2, the authors make use of a large-scale experiment to replicate 

the findings in Study 1 and to provide additional knowledge on the hypothesized moderator 

effects (H4 - H9). 

Study design and sample 

In Study 1, to test H1 through H3, the authors conducted a field study on the Facebook brand 

page of an European online retailer. This setting is most suitable because it involves elaborate 

customer decision making (Dholakia et al., 2009). The brand page allows users to engage by 

creating UGC (user posts or comments) or by liking or sharing UGC (other user posts or 

comments) and MGC (brand posts or comments). That is, both users and the retailer can 
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contribute content and react to any content. Data for this study stem from three matched sources: 

marketer activities at the brand page, observations of user behavior on the brand page, and a 

survey. To match real behavior and survey data, only those survey respondents were considered 

who disclosed their Facebook names and opted in to behavior observation at the end of the 

survey (no incentives were provided for the opt-in). Further, because this research focuses on 

how appeals affect user engagement and brand equity, not whether they do so, this study follows 

the procedure used by Goh et al. (2013) and Zhang et al. (2013) and only includes those 

respondents in the sample who complied with (liked, shared, replied) at least one appeal provided 

by the retailer in the measurement period.[2] This procedure resulted in matched data on marketer 

actions, user behavior, and perceived brand equity for 72 users. Given the difficulty of achieving 

a satisfying sample size with matched data (Rishika et al., 2013), and given the small sample 

sizes in similar studies (Hollenbeck and Kaikati, 2012), this sample is considered to be a good 

starting point for this study. 

Measurement 

Brand equity was measured by adapting an item from prior research (Arnett et al., 2003; Yoo and 

Donthu, 2001): “Even if another Online Shop has the same offers as [brand]’s Online Shop, I 

would prefer to buy at [brand’s] Online Shop” (anchored by 1 = strongly disagree and 7 = 

strongly agree). Given the reflective nature of related brand equity measures, prior research 

implies that the incremental value a brand adds to an offering can be best captured through this 

single item in order to support research parsimony (Agarwal and Rao, 1996; Arnett et al., 2003;). 

Engagement intensity was measured as the sum of a user’s observable engagement activities on 

the Facebook brand page in the month prior to the survey. To account for the user’s underlying 
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effort (Hollebeek et al., 2014), the engagement activities were weighted (liking of content = 1, 

sharing of content = 2, initial posting of own content = 3). 

In line with recent related studies (Goh et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2013), normative 

(utilitarian) appeals were measured as the sum of the respective appeals with which a user 

complied in the four to two months prior to the survey. The authors relied on human coders to 

classify MGC in the form of Facebook posts made by the brand as normative or utilitarian 

appeals in two consecutive steps. First, to exclude nonappeal posts (posts not containing a call to 

action to encourage consumer behavior, for example “Have a great weekend.”), the coders 

classified all marketer-generated posts as to whether they contained appeals. Using binary scales 

(yes/no), they then indicated whether these appeals were normative or utilitarian. The coders used 

items that parallel the aforementioned definitions of normative appeals (stressing what other 

people do) or utilitarian appeals (highlighting the benefits to oneself resulting from tangible 

rewards or cost reductions). If the two coders did not agree on a post, agreement was achieved by 

discussion. In addition to receiving training, the coders received detailed coding instructions[3] 

and were blind to the hypotheses of this research (Kolbe and Burnett, 1991). The intercoder 

reliability was high for both appeal types (α ≥ .74). 

Finally, demographic controls were included for gender, age (anchored by 1 = below 18 and 7 

= above 60), and education level (anchored by 1 = no degree and 8 = doctorate degree). As the 

measures for the independent and the dependent variables were obtained from different sources 

and at different time periods, the results are not assumed to be biased by common method 

variance and that simultaneity or reverse causality issues were ruled out (Kumar et al., 2016; 

Podsakoff et al., 2003). Table I provides the descriptive statistics and the correlation matrix. 

[Insert Table I about here] 
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Methodology 

To test the hypotheses, the authors employ seemingly unrelated regression (SUR) for three 

reasons. First, SUR is applicable for analyses where the dependent variable in one regression 

becomes an independent variable in a subsequent regression — that is, where the equations are 

theoretically related and standard errors might be nonindependent across equations (Wallace and 

Silver, 1988). Second, one can always debate whether the set of considered variables in a model 

is exhaustive. Other variables may also affect the relationship between appeals for engagement 

and brand equity, which may lead to overestimation of standard errors. In such instances, SUR 

yields more efficient estimates than ordinary least squares regression because it accounts for 

correlated errors and corrects the overestimation of standard errors (Zellner, 1962). Finally, the 

hypothesized relationships imply that engagement intensity acts as a mediator for the effects of 

marketer-generated appeals on brand equity. SUR is advantageous in testing for mediation 

because direct and indirect effects are tested simultaneously (Preacher and Hayes, 2008). In sum, 

SUR is the most appropriate statistical solution for examining the hypothesized relationships. The 

following two equations were estimated simultaneously. 

 BEi = β0 + β1EIi + β2NAi + β3UAi + β4GENi + β5AGEi+ β6EDUi  + ε1i   (1) 

 EIi = γ0 + γ1NAi + γ2UAi + γ3GENi + γ4AGEi+ γ5EDUi  + ε2i   (2) 

where BEi is brand equity, EIi is engagement intensity, and NAi (UAi) refers to normative 

(utilitarian) appeals. The included control variables were: GENi is gender, AGEi is age, and EDUi 

is education level. Finally, ε1i (ε2i) is the disturbance term of subject i. Equation 1 represents the 

brand equity model, and Equation 2 represents the engagement intensity model. 

As the sample comprises only users who complied with appeals within the appeal observation 

period, the estimated regression parameters might be biased owing to sample self-selection based 
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on the user’s decision to react to content in the brand community. To account for this bias, the 

authors relied on the Heckman (1976) two-step procedure. First, they estimated a probit model 

for the user participation decision based on a sample containing both those who responded to 

appeals and those who did not. In this model, the authors considered demographic factors (e.g., 

age), concerns of data privacy (e.g., disclosure of the e-mail address in the survey), and indicators 

of Facebook use (e.g., Facebook use frequency) as drivers of users’ participation decisions. 

Second, the Heckman correction factor (or inverse Mills ratio), calculated on the basis of the 

estimates from the probit model, was included as another independent variable in the SUR 

equation system (brand equity and engagement intensity). 

Results 

The fit for the SUR models is satisfactory: the results demonstrate an R2 of .134 (.438) for 

the brand equity model (engagement intensity model) and an overall system R2 of .318. 

Table II contains the results for the two equations. In support of H1, the results show that 

engagement intensity exerts a significant positive effect on brand equity (β1 = .141, p ≤ .05). 

The results also support H2, as they show a significant positive effect of normative appeals 

on engagement intensity (γ1 = .353, p ≤ .01). There is also support for H3, as utilitarian 

appeals have a positive effect on engagement intensity (γ2 = .313, p ≤ .05). 

[Insert Table II about here] 

Mediation testing 

The argumentation put forward implies that marketer-generated appeals have an indirect effect on 

brand equity that is mediated through engagement intensity. Therefore, mediation testing is 

conducted by using the products of coefficient method to determine the indirect effects[4] and 

estimating bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals for significance testing of each 
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indirect effect (Zhao et al., 2010). The results show that marketer-generated appeals indirectly 

affect brand equity through engagement intensity. Normative appeals exert a significant positive 

indirect effect on brand equity that is mediated by engagement intensity (γ1β1 = .050, lower-level 

confidence interval [LLCI] = .001, upper-level confidence interval [ULCI] = .130) as well as 

utilitarian appeals, indicated by a significant positive indirect effect on brand equity, which is 

mediated by engagement intensity (γ2β1 = .044, LLCI = .003; ULCI = .132). Further, there is a 

significant direct effect from normative appeals on brand equity (β2 =.016, p > .10), a result that 

indicates that engagement intensity fully mediates the impact of normative appeals on brand 

equity (Zhao et al., 2010). However, there is a weakly significant negative direct effect for 

utilitarian appeals on brand equity (β3 = -.119, p < .10), indicating that engagement intensity 

partially mediates the impact of utilitarian appeals on brand equity. 

Discussion of Study 1 

The results of Study 1 are promising. In support of the main effects hypotheses, the results 

demonstrate that both types of appeals can function as effective means for enhancing engagement 

intensity and brand equity in turn. The strengths of the results lie in the study’s authentic setting 

―  the combination of data on real-life marketer actions, user actions, and surveyed user 

perceptions ― as well as the strong empirical support that is provided by highly significant 

effects notwithstanding the small sample, which makes the estimations of the impact of appeals 

conservative. It is important to consider that the effects of appeals were examined after 

addressing user self-selection, a major issue when observing behavioral engagement in social 

media (Goh et al., 2013; Kumar et al., 2016). However, this study also invites criticism with 

respect to the generalizability of the findings to other settings and the choice of one specific 

approach to measure brand equity, along with the small sample size and potential endogeneity 
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between the measures of appeals and engagement not controlled for by the Heckman correction 

procedure. Therefore, the results were experimentally validated in a second study that addresses 

these shortcomings by using an experimental design and by adopting another brand equity 

measure. 

Study 2 

Study design and sample 

To test the moderation hypotheses, Study 2 was conducted in collaboration with a large European 

manufacturer of fast-moving consumer goods. The manufacturer hosts an online community for 

its laundry detergent brand, with approximately 900,000 users at the time of data collection. It is 

hosted as a dedicated website with forum functionalities, which allows users to provide UGC and 

to consume both UGC and MGC. Thus, the community serves as a platform to facilitate an 

exchange of brand experiences between users and between users and the manufacturer. 

In Study 2, the authors build on a three (manipulation; normative appeal vs. utilitarian appeal 

vs. control) × continuous (measured variables; moderators) between-subjects scenario experiment 

combined with a subsequent online survey among a panel of community members who had opted 

in to be contacted by the company. Each treatment scenario was pretested for comprehensibility 

prior to the study. At the beginning of the study, respondents were randomly assigned to one of 

the three scenario conditions. Each scenario took the form of a newsletter integrated into the 

survey website that adopted the design template and voicing generally used by the manufacturer 

to communicate with community members. Participants were instructed to imagine that they 

were reading the newsletter in their e-mail inbox. Table III provides the e-mail text for each 

scenario. After exposure to the treatment, the respondents completed a survey that included items 

for brand equity, engagement intensity, moderators, manipulation checks, and controls. A total of 
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1,311 panel members completed the survey. Responses were equally distributed among the 

treatment groups. 

[Insert Table III about here] 

Measurement 

Established scales were used for construct measurement. All scale items used in this study are 

provided in Table IV. To measure brand equity, the authors used eight items of the consumer-

based brand equity scale by Pappu et al. (2005) and an enhanced version of the scale developed 

by Yoo and Donthu (2001). All brand equity items were measured on seven-point scales, 

anchored by 1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree. Engagement intensity was measured 

through self-reports using three items adapted from Dholakia et al. (2004) and Harrison-Walker 

(2001). The items were rated on a 100-point scale anchored by “not at all likely” and “totally 

likely”.[5] To measure entertainment value, the authors adopted two items adapted from Dholakia 

et al. (2004), measured on a seven-point scale where 1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree. 

Cronbach’s alphas between .79 and .91 for all the multi-item measures confirmed that the scales 

were reliable (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Discriminant validity was achieved for the multi-item 

measures according to the Fornell and Larcker (1981) criteria. 

For the remaining variables, self-developed items were used. The authors used two items to 

measure weekly UGC and MGC consumption anchored by 1 = never and 7 = daily. In 

accordance with other literature that employs asymmetry measures, they calculated content 

consumption asymmetry by subtracting MGC consumption from UGC consumption (Kumar et 

al., 1995; McFarland et al., 2008). Further, one item was used to measure membership duration 

anchored by 1 = less than one month and 7 = more than two years. 

Several control factors were considered in this study. To account for the fact that users may 

differ in their social identification with the community, this analysis controlled for social identity, 
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measured on a seven-point scale where 1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree (Bagozzi and 

Dholakia, 2006a). To assess the effect of tonality of engagement, which might influence 

subsequent brand perceptions (Brodie et al., 2011), the authors controlled for positive and 

negative engagement valence using a 100-point scale anchored by “not at all likely” and “totally 

likely”. Finally, they also controlled for login frequency and demographics (gender, age, 

education). Table I provides the descriptive statistics and correlation matrix for the scale 

constructs and controls. 

As a manipulation check, the authors adopted the approach by White and Simpson (2013) by 

measuring the extent to which the appeals were perceived as normative (i.e., “The message that 

you viewed asked you to consider what other [brand] members are doing”) or utilitarian (i.e., 

“The message that you viewed asked you to consider what you could win”) using a seven-point 

scale. 

[Insert Table IV about here] 

Methodology 

In this study, the authors applied SUR for the same reasons as in Study 1, and because the effects 

of dichotomous predictor variables can be readily assessed (Hayes, 2013). Thus, the following 

two equations were estimated simultaneously. 

BEi = β0 + β1EIi + β2NAi + β3UAi + β4GENi + β5AGEi+ β6EDUi + β7PEVi + β8NEVi +  

β9LFi + β10SIi + β11EVi + β12CCAi + β13MDi + β14NAi×EVi + β15UAi×EVi+                    (3) 

β16NAi×CCAi +β17UAi×CCAi + β18NAi×MDi + β19UAi×MDi + ε1i 

EIi = γ0 + γ1NAi + γ2UAi + γ3GENi + γ4AGEi+ γ5EDUi + γ6LFi + γ7SIi + γ8EVi + γ9CCAi + 

γ10MDi + γ11NAi×EVi + γ12UAi×EVi + γ13NAi×CCAi + γ14UAi×CCAi + γ15NAi×MDi +   (4) 

γ16UAi×MDi + ε2i 
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where BEi, EIi, GENi, AGEi, EDUi have the same meaning as in Study 1, NAi (UAi) is a binary 

variable to indicate the normative (utilitarian) appeal experimental treatments, PEVi (NEVi) is 

positive (negative) engagement valence, LFi is login frequency, SIi is social identity, EVi is 

entertainment value, CCAi is content consumption asymmetry, MDi is membership duration, and 

ε1i (ε2i) is the disturbance term of subject i. Again, Equation 3 represents the brand equity model 

and Equation 4 represents the engagement intensity model. Although the authors expect the 

interactions to unfold their effects in the engagement intensity model, they were included in both 

equations to underline this expectation statistically. 

Results 

The manipulation checks confirmed that participants perceived the different marketer-generated 

appeals as intended. Participants in the normative appeal scenario reported higher levels of 

normative appeal perceptions (M = 4.77) than participants in the control scenario (M = 4.01; 

p < .001). Further, the utilitarian appeal scenario shows significantly higher levels of utilitarian 

appeal perceptions (M = 4.99) compared to the control scenario (M = 3.95; p < .001). 

The fit for the SUR models is satisfactory: the results demonstrate an R2 of .416 (.257) for the 

brand equity model (engagement intensity model) and an overall system R2 of .342. As 

summarized in Table V, the results provide further support for H1 through H3, showing that 

normative appeals (γ1 = .150, p ≤ .05) and utilitarian appeals (γ2 = .160, p ≤ .01) have a 

significant positive effect on engagement intensity, which in turn has a positive significant effect 

on brand equity (β1 = .185, p ≤ .01). Further, the results support H4 and H5 because 

entertainment value attenuates the effects of normative appeals (γ11 = -.218, p ≤ .01) and 

utilitarian appeals (γ12 = -.132, p ≤ .05) on engagement intensity. Further, the positive effect of 

normative appeals on engagement intensity is not significantly stronger when content 
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consumption asymmetry is high (γ13 = .067, p > .10). Consequently, H6 is rejected. However, in 

support of H7, the results yield a positive and significant effect of the interaction between 

utilitarian appeals and content consumption asymmetry on engagement intensity (γ14 = .153, 

p ≤ .05). Further, the effect of the interaction between membership duration and normative 

appeals on engagement intensity is positive and weakly significant (γ15 = .115, p ≤ .10). H8 is 

therefore rejected. In contrast, the findings support H9 because the interaction between 

membership duration and utilitarian appeals yields a positive significant effect on engagement 

intensity (γ16 = .142, p ≤ .05). 

[Insert Table V about here] 

Mediation testing 

The authors tested the mediated effects by applying the same procedure as in Study 1 and using 

the products of coefficient method to determine the indirect effects and estimated bias corrected 

bootstrapped confidence intervals for significance testing of each indirect effect (Zhao et al., 

2010). Study 2 echoes the results from Study 1 by showing that normative appeals (γ1β1 = .028, 

LLCI = .005, ULCI = .058) and utilitarian appeals (γ2β1 = .030, LLCI = .007; ULCI = .060) exert 

significant positive effects on brand equity that are mediated by engagement intensity. As in 

Study 1, there is no significant direct effect of normative appeals on brand equity (β2 = -.076, 

p > .10), but there is a negative and significant direct effect of utilitarian appeals on brand equity 

(β3 = -.136, p ≤ .05). Thus the findings that engagement intensity fully (partially) mediates the 

impact of normative appeals (utilitarian appeals) on brand equity can be replicated. 

To test for mediated moderation, the authors considered only those interaction effects for 

which the analysis above yielded hypothesis support. Again, bootstrapped indirect effects were 

estimated to do so. The results show that the indirect effect of the interaction of normative 
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appeals and entertainment value weakens brand equity (γ11β1 = -.040, LLCI = -.075; 

ULCI = - .013). In contrast, the effect of the interaction between utilitarian appeals and 

entertainment value on brand equity is not significantly mediated by engagement intensity 

(γ12β1 = -.024, LLCI = -.061; ULCI = .005). The positive effect of normative appeals on brand 

equity through engagement intensity is not significantly stronger when content consumption 

asymmetry is high (γ13β1 = .012, LLCI = -.010; ULCI = .044). However, the positive and 

significant effect of the interaction between utilitarian appeals and content consumption 

asymmetry on brand equity is mediated by engagement intensity (γ14β1 = .028, LLCI = .005; 

ULCI = .062). The results do not show a significant indirect effect of the interaction between 

normative appeals and membership duration on brand equity through engagement intensity 

because the confidence interval includes zero (γ15β1 = .021, LLCI = .000; ULCI = .055). Lastly, 

the positive significant effect of the interaction between utilitarian appeals and membership 

duration on brand equity is mediated by engagement intensity (γ16β1 = .026, LLCI = .006; 

ULCI = .054). In addition, there are no significant direct effects of any of the interaction terms on 

brand equity (p > .10), which supports the prior theorizing that moderations play a role at the first 

step of the chain. That is, the results suggest mediated moderation rather than moderated 

mediation. 

Discussion of Study 2 

Study 2 replicates the effects found in Study 1. The results show positive and significant effects 

of normative and utilitarian appeals on brand equity that are mediated by engagement intensity. 

Interestingly, these effects are significant even though engagement valence is considered as a 

control, indicating that all engagement activities matter to develop a clearer brand picture in 

users’ minds. 
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Further, Study 2 adds to Study 1 in that the moderating roles of entertainment value, content 

consumption asymmetry, and membership duration are considered. Entertainment value 

attenuates the effects of both appeals on user engagement and brand equity, content consumption 

asymmetry leverages the effect of utilitarian appeals, and membership duration leverages the 

effects of both appeals. However, the finding that membership duration enhances the effect of 

normative appeals contradicts H8. A possible explanation for this finding could be that long-term 

community members have internalized the community norms as part of their identities. Hence, 

acting in conformity with the community’s social norms becomes an important driver of their 

behavior. Thus, when marketers employ community calls to action in the form of normative 

appeals, long-term members are more likely to engage more intensively. 

In sum, Study 2 increases confidence in the validity of the effects found in Study 1. First, the 

study builds on a larger sample of real community members. Second, brand-related effects of 

user engagement are more likely to be observed in high-involvement settings such as the one that 

underlies Study 1. In contrast, Study 2 took place in a low-involvement context and thus provides 

more conservative testing of the hypotheses. Third, Study 2 uses alternate measures for 

engagement intensity[6] and brand equity,[7] thus demonstrating robustness of the effects across 

different measurement instruments. Table VI provides an overview on all findings from the 

hypotheses tests for Study 1 and Study 2. 

[Insert Table VI about here] 

Conclusion  

Online brand communities increasingly emerge as firm employees share brand building 

responsibilities and hence brand management responsibilities with customers (Mende and van 

Doorn, 2014; Wirtz et al., 2013). Hence there is a strong demand for empirical examination of 
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tactics that help marketers to co-create brand value in online brand communities. This paper 

introduced a model which considers the effects of specific marketer-generated appeals for user 

engagement on brand equity at the individual-user level. The results suggest that the intensity of 

users’ engagement in such environments plays a vital role in explaining the brand-enhancing 

impact of appeals. This research further shows that entertainment value, content consumption 

asymmetry, and membership duration lead to variations in the brand impact of appeals. The 

findings provide meaningful implications for both marketing researchers and marketing 

managers. 

Theoretical implications 

The findings are relevant for marketing researchers in general and for researchers in the field of 

social media marketing in particular. First, this research is the first to offer empirical evidence of 

the brand effects of social media tactics beyond triggering user engagement within online brand 

communities. This evidence aligns well with recent notions that suggest the meaning of 

engagement might be underestimated when potential value-enhancing consequences at the focal 

user level (such as enhanced perceptions of brand equity) are not accounted for (Kumar et al., 

2010; Pansari and Kumar, 2016). As such, the findings imply that linking engagement to other 

potential consequences at a focal user level (e.g., purchase behavior) may be worthwhile for 

related research. 

Second, the results also support both prior research discussing the motivations addressed by 

the examined appeals (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Jahn and Kunz, 2012) and research 

suggesting the use of community marketing instruments to enhance brand equity (Algesheimer et 

al., 2005). This paper also responds to qualitative research requesting empirical testing of 
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community marketing instruments for enhancing brand equity through engaging users in online 

brand communities (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010; Wirtz et al., 2013). 

Third, this research shows that normative and utilitarian appeals exhibit the effects predicted 

by the normative social influence concept and social exchange theory, respectively. Specifically, 

normative appeals function by addressing a user’s desire to demonstrate conformity with online 

brand community norms. Utilitarian appeals enable users to receive an economic benefit for 

themselves in return for engagement. Taken together, social media researchers might benefit 

from complementary use of both theories. 

Fourth, this research further extends prior findings as it shows that an effective deployment of 

normative and utilitarian appeals to encourage behavior is not restricted to the context of cause-

related marketing (Paulin et al., 2014; White and Simpson, 2013). The findings suggest that 

marketer-generated appeals may coincide with significant branding effects beyond motivating 

charitable giving. 

Fifth, the results highlight the role of engagement intensity in producing the appeals’ impact 

on brand equity. This paper demonstrates that both normative and utilitarian appeals work to 

enhance brand perceptions, as both appeals have a significant positive effect on brand equity that 

is mediated by engagement intensity. Importantly, these effects hold while controlling for 

engagement valence. Contributing to the ongoing discussion of the role of volume and valence of 

engagement (Liu, 2006; Moe and Trusov, 2011), the findings suggest that triggering community 

buzz matters most in driving brand equity irrespective of its valence. This effect may occur 

because intense engagement in online brand communities entrenches the brand in the user’s mind 

and thereby leads to stronger brand perceptions, regardless of the sentiment of the engagement 

activities. This result suggests that future studies concerned with brand effects in online brand 
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communities should consider engagement intensity to be a valuable mediator of the impact of 

their driver variables and not only as a final outcome. 

Finally, by evaluating the moderating role of entertainment value, content consumption 

asymmetry, and membership duration, this paper furthers prior research that recommends 

examining which appeal is most appropriate in which context for encouraging user engagement 

(Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006a; Dholakia et al., 2004). For instance, in contrast to the 

hypothesized effect, the impact of normative appeals on user engagement is leveraged by longer 

community membership. This finding lends credence to the claim of Bagozzi and Dholakia 

(2006b) that normative social influence in online community environments increasingly impacts 

user engagement for members with greater experience. Further in line with the aforementioned 

work, this research shows that long-term members employ the community to satisfy personal 

needs as well as social needs. Specifically, long-term users are more likely to respond to 

utilitarian appeals and to engage in the online brand community to attain benefits for themselves, 

such as tangible rewards and cost benefits. 

Managerial implications 

Generally speaking, the authors concur that within online brand communities, marketing 

managers should proactively cede control over the brand to consumers to allow for collaborative 

brand building and communal service delivery. Given the finding that the intensity of engaging in 

collaborative activities, which is the lifeblood of communities, is also the lifeblood for brands, it 

is recommended that marketers encourage brand-related buzz in online brand communities 

through marketer-generated appeals. While both normative and utilitarian appeals come with 

these desirable consequences, the findings highlight when marketers benefit most from either 
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appeal. In a nutshell, the results suggest that managers should use a targeted approach in 

employing appeals. 

First, both normative and utilitarian appeals become less effective if users already feel well 

entertained in an online brand community. This study’s results thus speak to an 

either/or approach. When marketers implement many entertaining media elements or 

functionalities, they should avoid actively addressing such users with appeals because they are 

highly intrinsically motivated to engage in the community, and any external stimulus could 

crowd out this intrinsic impetus. When the community is not entertaining per se, however, 

intervening with normative and/or utilitarian appeals can be promising in terms of enhanced 

engagement and brand equity. 

Second, as a counter-intuitive finding, the results suggest that utilitarian appeals are more 

effective for users who prefer UGC over MGC. However, these users might be more difficult to 

reach with marketer-generated appeals. Hence, a promising approach to reach such users may be 

to target well-connected community members who represent “social hubs” in online brand 

communities with utilitarian appeals (Hinz et al., 2011). Encouraging these social hubs to spread 

marketer-generated messages in lieu of the firm (by liking or sharing MGC) may be crucial for 

seeding utilitarian appeals to users that predominantly consume UGC. 

Finally, this research suggests that for long-term community members, the effects of both 

utilitarian and normative appeals are leveraged. Thus, marketers should track community 

membership duration and target both appeal types at long-term members to benefit from stronger 

brand equity effect. 



29 

Avenues for future research 

This research has some limitations that offer fruitful avenues for future research. First, the 

examination is restricted to two specific appeals to drive engagement intensity and brand equity 

in online brand communities. Examining the effects of other appeals such as injunctive appeals 

(highlighting what established community members expect from typical members; White and 

Simpson, 2013) and also other MGC that may address, for instance, aspects of gamification 

(Marchand and Hennig-Thurau, 2013) might be a worthwhile avenue for further research. 

Second, this research focuses on within-channel effects. Future research could also consider 

cross-channel effects. For instance, service requests and support in online brand communities 

may lead to offline contact with the firm’s frontline employees, which could offer further 

potential to co-create brand value outside the online brand community (Morhart et al., 2009). 

Conversely, customers who experience a favorable offline service encounter with frontline 

employees may be inclined to engage in the brand’s online community to debate their brand 

experience (Wirtz and Lovelock, 2016). 

Third, as a nonhypothesized yet meaningful finding, the results indicate that utilitarian 

appeals also have a negative direct effect on brand equity in addition to their positive effect 

through engagement intensity. This finding corresponds with concerns in other research streams 

that suggest that “purchased” user behavior might come with pitfalls (Ryu and Feick, 2007). 

Given the widespread popularity of utilitarian appeals in marketing practice, future research 

should strive for a better understanding of utilitarian appeals’ brand effects. In particular, research 

efforts could contrast engagement intensity as a “bright-side” mediator of utilitarian appeals’ 

positive effect on brand equity with a potentially missing “dark-side” mediator such as consumer 

reactance that explains utilitarian appeals’ negative effect on brand equity. 
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Fourth, the results show a positive moderation effect of membership duration on the effect of 

normative appeals on engagement intensity. This implies that for communities with an 

experienced user base, processes of normative social influence and interpersonal relationships are 

becoming increasingly important, raising another promising avenue for further research. In 

particular, the direction of engagement activities in online brand communities (i.e., undirected, 

directed at the firm, or directed at other community members) is often overlooked and could be 

addressed by further research (Goh et al., 2013).

Notes 

[1]  Other researchers have coined various terms, including peer-to-peer communities (Dholakia 

et al., 2009), customer-to-customer communities (Libai et al., 2010), and virtual customer 

communities (Mathwick et al., 2008). In this research, the authors use “online brand 

communities” as a synonym for these terms. Online brand communities are defined as an 

“aggregation of individuals or business partners who interact based on a shared interest, 

where the interaction is supported or mediated by technology” (Porter and Donthu, 2008, p. 

115). Please note that this definition aligns well with broader understandings of on- and 

offline brand communities (McAlexander et al., 2002; Muñiz and O’Guinn, 2001; Wirtz et 

al., 2013). 

[2]  Note that the model estimation strategy corrects for potential biases from user self-selection. 

[3]  Coding instructions are available on request. 

[4]  For example, the indirect effect of normative appeals on brand equity (via engagement 

intensity) results from multiplying the respective direct effect coefficients from the two SUR 

models (i.e., γ1 × β1). 
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[5]  Natural logarithmic transformation was undertaken for this measure to reduce the spread 

and skewness of the distribution. 

[6]  The Study 2 measure of engagement intensity builds on behavioral intentions. In the context 

of online activities, the measurement of intentions has high predictive power for actual 

behavior and thus has been considered appropriate (Pauwels and van Ewijk, 2013). 

[7]  The Study 2 measure reflects the multiple facets of brand equity (Pappu et al., 2005; Yoo 

and Donthu, 2001) and thus is more comprehensive than the Study 1 measure. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 
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Table I. Descriptive statistics and correlations. 

 Study 1  Study 2               

Measure M (SD)  M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

 1. Brand equity 5.10 (1.86)  5.60 (1.09) 1.00 .43 – – .01 .14 -.09 .41 .09 .21 .46 .54 -.02 .07 

 2. Engagement intensity 2.46 (3.57)  50.26 (26.24) .22 1.00 – – .04 .09 -.12 .71 .40 .17 .42 .34 .09 -.02 

 3. Normative appeals .46 (1.53)  – – .09 .59 1.00 – – – – – – – – – – – 

 4. Utilitarian appeals 1.96 (2.24)  – – -.04 .57 .67 1.00 – – – – – – – – – – 

 5. Gender .83 (.38)  .82 (.38) -.06 .06 -.21 -.06 1.00 -.09 -.08 .05 -.09 .02 -.01 .08 -.02 -.02 

 6. Age 4.33 (1.35)  48.87 (11.60) .07 .24 .22 .28 .03 1.00 -.16 .08 -.01 .21 .13 .12 -.19 .12 

 7. Education 3.95 (1.30)  .44 (.50) .15 –.08 -.14 -.16 .27 -.08 1.00 -.10 -.06 -.08 -.10 -.12 -.01 .00 

 8.  Positive engagement valence – –  49.82 (30.19) – – – – – – – 1.00 .49 .20 .47 .34 .08 -.04 

 9. Negative engagement valence – –  27.17 (29.06) – – – – – – – – 1.00 .11 .24 .06 .11 -.06 

 10. Login frequency – –  3.17 (1.51) – – – – – – – – – 1.00 .31 .26 -.30 .08 

 11. Social identity – –  4.23 (1.81) – – – – – – – – – – 1.00 .39 .01 .14 

 12. Entertainment value – –  5.82 (1.20) – – – – – – – – – – – 1.00 -.06 .16 

 13. Content consumption asymmetry – –  -.37 (.78) – – – – – – – – – – – – 1.00 .01 

 14. Membership duration – –  5.84 (1.48) – – – – – – – – – – – – – 1.00 

Notes: Study 1 (2) correlations are reported below (above) the diagonal. For Study 1, correlations greater than or equal to |.27| are statistically significant (p < .05, two-tailed). 

For Study 2, correlations greater than or equal to |.06| are statistically significant (p < .05, two-tailed) 
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Table II. Results for Study 1. 

 DV: Brand Equity DV: Engagement Intensity 

Independent Variables Coefficient SE  Coefficient SE  

Constant 4.204 4.642  10.397 9.502  

Engagement intensity  .141** .057 H1 () – –  

Normative appeals  .016 .055  .353*** .106 H2 () 

Utilitarian appeals -.119* .067  .313** .134 H3 () 

Controls       

Gender  

(0 = female,1=male) 

-.637 .603  1.811 1.227  

Age .241 .466  -.766 .957  

Education .275 .285  .348 .588  

Heckman correction factor .615 1.955  -4.604 3.999  

       

R2 .134   .438   

* = p ≤ .10; **= p ≤ .05; *** = p ≤ .01. 

Notes: n = 72; results are based on two-tailed t-tests. 



44 

Table III. Description of treatments for Study 2. 

Condition Content/Text 

Normative Appeal What makes [brand] so special for you? 

Let other [brand] members know why [brand] attracts you. A community like [brand] 

community lives on the content of its members. 

Share your experiences here as the other [brand] community members already do. 

Your [brand] community team 

Utilitarian Appeal What makes [brand] so special for you? 

Let other [brand] members know why [brand] attracts you. A community like [brand] 

community lives on the content of its members. 

Share your experiences here to get the chance to win one of 15 [brand] surprise 

packages worth 50€ each. 

Your [brand] community team 

Control What makes [brand] so special for you? 

Let other [brand] members know why [brand] attracts you. A community like [brand] 

community lives on the content of its members. 

Share your experiences here. 

Your [brand] community team 

Notes: For reasons of face validity, the appeals were designed according to the social media tactics 

commonly employed by the focal firm. The e-mails were consistent across scenarios in their design 

elements, with wording of the call to action being varied according to each of the three conditions. 

Because of a nondisclosure agreement, the design template of the e-mails cannot be revealed. In addition, 

as opposed to Study 1, please note that the utilitarian appeal scenario highlights tangible rewards only 

because the manufacturer does not offer utilitarian appeals that feature savings. 
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Table IV. Constructs and operationalization for Study 2. 

Construct Measures 

Brand Equity Brand loyalty 

I consider myself to be loyal to [brand].a 

[brand] would be my first choice.a 

Perceived quality 

The likely quality of [brand] products is very high.a 

[brand] offers very reliable products.a 

Brand awareness 

I can quickly recall the symbol or logo of [brand].a 

[brand] is very different from competing brands.a 

Brand associations 

I feel very proud to own products by [brand].a 

I trust [brand].a 

Engagement Intensity I will visit the [brand] community within the next four weeks and talk about 

[brand].b 

I will mention [brand] in the community quite frequently.c 

I will be very detailed when I talk about [brand] in the community.c 

Entertainment Value The [brand] community is entertaining.b 

The [brand] community is fun.b 

UGC and MGC 

Consumption 

How often do you read [brand] community posts that are generated by other users?d 

How often do you read [brand] community posts that are generated by marketers of 

[brand]?d 

Membership Duration How long have you been a member in the [brand] community?d 

Social Identity I feel attached to the [brand] community.e 

Positive Engagement 

Valence 

I will visit the [brand] community to mention what I like about [brand]. d  

Negative Engagement 

Valence 

I will visit the [brand] community to mention what I do not like about [brand].d 

Notes: aItems taken from the consumer-based brand equity scale by Pappu et al. (2005), adapted for this 

research. bItems developed by Dholakia et al. (2004), adapted for this research. cItems developed by Harrision-

Walker (2001), adapted for this research. dItems self-developed for this research. eItems developed by Bagozzi 

and Dholakia (2006b). 
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Table V. Results for Study 2. 

 DV: Brand Equity DV: Engagement Intensity 

Independent Variables Coefficient SE  Coefficient SE  

Constant -.595*** .174  3.335*** .179  

Engagement Intensity .185*** .030 H1 () – –  

Normative Appeal -.076 .052  .150** .061 H2 () 

Utilitarian Appeal -.136** .051  .160*** .059 H3 () 

Controls       

Gender  

(0 = female,1=male) 
-.090 .056  .024 .065  

Age .003 .002  .004* .002  

Education  

(0 = lower, 1=higher) 
.009 .043  -.110** .050  

Positive Engagement Valence .003*** .001  – –  

Negative Engagement 

Valence 
-.004*** .001  – –  

Login Frequency .002 .016  .027 .018  

Social Identity  .122*** .014  .183*** .015  

Moderators       

Entertainment Value .311*** .041  .332*** .046  

Content Consumption 

Asymmetry 
-.012 .033  .059 .038  

Membership Duration .004 .035  -.199*** .041  

Interactions       

Normative Appeal × 

Entertainment Value 
.074 .054  -.218*** .063 H4 () 

Utilitarian Appeal × 

Entertainment Value .058 .052  -.132** .060 H5 () 

Normative Appeal × Content 

Consumption Asymmetry .023 .048  .067 .056 H6 (×) 

Utilitarian Appeal × Content 

Consumption Asymmetry .031 .057  .153** .066 H7 () 

Normative Appeal × 

Membership Duration 
-.025 .053  .115* .061 H8 (×) 

Utilitarian Appeal × 

Membership Duration 
-.055 .051  .142** .059 H9 () 

R2 .416   .257   

* = p ≤ .10; ** = p ≤ .05; *** = p ≤ .01. 

Notes: n = 1,311; results are based on two-tailed z-tests. 
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Table VI. Summary of hypotheses tests. 

 
 

 Study 1  

(Field Setting) 
 

Study 2 

(Experimental) 

 Hypotheses Sign Effect Support  Effect Support 

H1: Engagement intensity has a positive 

effect on brand equity. 
+ + Yes  + Yes 

H2: Normative appeals have a positive 

effect on engagement intensity. 
+ + Yes  + Yes 

H3: Utilitarian appeals have a positive 

effect on engagement intensity. 
+ + Yes  + Yes 

H4: The positive effect of normative 

appeals on engagement intensity is 

weaker when entertainment value is 

high. 

– n.a. n.a.  – Yes 

H5: The positive effect of utilitarian 

appeals on engagement intensity is 

weaker when entertainment value is 

high. 

– n.a. n.a.  – Yes 

H6: The positive effect of normative 

appeals on engagement intensity is 

stronger when content consumption 

asymmetry is high. 

– n.a. n.a.  n.s. No 

H7: The positive effect of utilitarian 

appeals on engagement intensity is 

stronger when content consumption 

asymmetry is high. 

+ n.a. n.a.  + Yes 

H8: The positive effect of normative 

appeals on engagement intensity is 

weaker when membership duration 

is long. 

– n.a. n.a.  + No 

H9: The positive effect of utilitarian 

appeals on engagement intensity is 

stronger when membership duration 

is long. 

+ n.a. n.a.  + Yes 

Notes: n.a. indicates not applicable, n.s. indicates not significant. 

 

 

 


